WHAT IS THE PROCESS OF LITERARY CREATION DESCRIBED IN MARIE’S PROLOGUE AND WHAT, IN YOUR VIEW, ARE ITS IMPLICATIONS FOR HOW WE READ THE LAIS?
In the prologue to The Lais of Marie de France[footnoteRef:1], the creative process is focused less so on wholesale creation and more so on interpretation and the author’s additions to an existing work. In the general prologue Marie states “I began to think of working on a good story translating a Latin text into French”[footnoteRef:2], this speaks to the lack of focus on originality and the draw toward reinvention - she then alludes to the prominence of this attitude as she dismissed the idea because “others have undertaken a similar task”[footnoteRef:3]. While there are other factors spoken of, including allusions to the spirituality of creating and the use of literary methods, I believe that this method of studying and recreating texts is at the heart of Marie de France’s creative process. This means that in reading the texts, there are many avenues to take. They can be looked at within their shared contexts of the time Marie put them into verse and the previous time when they were first composed; they can be read with a view to decoding and understanding the imagery and hidden elements to the lay at hand which Marie purposefully injected into her story.  [1:  Marie de France, The Lais of Marie de France, trans. by Glynn S. Burgess and Keith Busby, 2nd edition (London, Penguin Group, 2003)]  [2:  Marie de France, p. 41]  [3:  Marie de France, p. 41] 

Primarily, Marie de France’s literary process can be attributed to the telling and retelling of a known romance or adventure. Although the prologue says that Marie decided against rewriting a Latin text as it has been done before, she still did not decide to write something wholly original, and simply “thought of lays which [she] had heard”[footnoteRef:4] passed down through oral tradition, pieces that would not have been considered of great literary importance[footnoteRef:5]. The continuation of viewing “literary creation as a process of studious reading, subtle understanding, and re-creation”[footnoteRef:6] despite a want for originality speaks volumes to the attitude toward creation - as there is an equal value placed on pure originality and what would now be considered simple duplication. This could be due to existing stories having perceived authority thanks to their position within the culture of the time and the enjoyment that has already come from a known piece. Additionally, on Marie’s part, the wish to maintain a piece of arguably valueless or novelty literature others had not reinterpreted in text. It is therefore important to the literary process to maintain a level of authority throughout - largely achieved via the reinterpretation, rewriting, or wholesale copying of another piece of literature, either written or spoken word. The writer does not claim authorship as she asserts very plainly that she had no hand in writing the stories and that she simply “made poems from them”[footnoteRef:7] and is proud of this fact where an author today would arguably not be. Authority was perceived through familiarity and therefore somewhat arbitrary, however there was still an undoubted focus on this within literature. The lais being authored both by Marie and all of those that the story was passed down by means that they must therefore be read as not only a product of their own historical context, but also as products of the world decades earlier than their eventual publication. Additionally, we must look at how Marie has made the lais her own and which elements are purely her interjections and which parts are likely from the original Breton lay.  [4:  Marie de France, p. 41]  [5:  Peter Mitchell, Seminar: The Prologue to the Lais of Marie de France, HPEN4001, (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, Unpublished, 2019)]  [6:  Mitchell, Prologue]  [7:  Marie de France, The Lais, (2003), p.41] 

The first line of Marie’s general prologue reads: “Anyone who has received from God the gift of knowledge and true eloquence has a duty not to remain silent”[footnoteRef:8].  The notion that a writer is duty bound to exercise their God-given talent may be intended to give Marie a justification for her writings during this period of male dominance in literature while maintaining an elite status among her fellow writers[footnoteRef:9]. Moreover, she asserts that the creative process is hinged on a kind of sanctity, the preciousness of which should be upheld; an inference can be made here that the author is safeguarding herself from certain criticisms rather than announcing her divinity as her stories are considered secular for their time[footnoteRef:10]. Additionally, the lais maintain a series of motifs and metaphors which must be picked apart and interpreted as an element of the story, something Quilligan believes is key to the reading of the works; “The disparity between literal meaning and allegorical interpretation only proved the sacredness of the process”[footnoteRef:11]. The ritual of poring over a text to interpret it mimics the process of searching the Bible for theistic answers, this can be argued as a decision made due to Marie’s familiarity with this process - having possibly been educated in the Church in France before coming to England[footnoteRef:12]. It can therefore be said that the literary process is in many ways spiritual and that readers can also appreciate the lais with a similar scholarly reverence that people of the time may have had. From the prologues mentions of ‘others undertaking the task’[footnoteRef:13] of rewriting texts, the high-volume of works written and rewritten is easily inferred. This speaks to a larger belief within the society of the day that the act of writing may have been viewed as more impressive than the story written, further evidenced by Marie’s previous statement that the “true eloquence” is a “gift” from God[footnoteRef:14] which alludes to a divinity within the process. However, this divinity can be seen as a metaphor for the ritual of poring over one text and translating that into something new and wholly the new author’s - even though it’s entirely an interpretation of another person’s work. It is therefore my belief that the literary process is hinged on this and, as a reader, there is an element of reverence and an implied encouragement to poor over it yourself and once again interpret the work.  [8:  Marie de France, p. 41]  [9:  Logan E. Whalen, A Companion to Marie de France, (Netherlands, Koninkijke Brill NV, 2011), p. 5]  [10:  Peter Mitchell, Lecture: Introduction to The Romance and the Lay in Late Medieval Literature, HPEN4001, (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, Unpublished, 2019)]  [11:  Maureen Quilligan, The Language of Allegory: Defining the Genre, (Ithaca and London, Cornell University Press, 1979), p.30]  [12:  Mitchell, Romance and the Lay]  [13:  Marie de France, p. 41]  [14:  ibid, p. 41] 

Marie states in her prologue that it was “customary for the ancients…to express themselves very obscurely”[footnoteRef:15]. This could be a reference purely to Marie’s own appreciation for the past and her decision to honour it in an unorthodox way with her writing of the lais. However the obscuring of meaning and the requirement of educated thinking arguably maintained an elite status to literature, primarily it can be argued that “the care the author had used to hide [their] meaning from the vulgar”[footnoteRef:16] was greatly appreciated and encouraged by those who read and therefore works with this layer of interpretation may have been better received. In other words, obscuring the meaning, particularly from the uneducated, created longevity among the elites who viewed the work as exclusive. This was customary to literature at the time as those who could read and write were largely taught by the Church or were from wealthy families[footnoteRef:17] and therefore there was an inherent exclusivity to literature as a whole. While the use of literary methods is certainly an element of Marie’s creative process, it can be argued that these methods are largely implemented for the purpose of reinvention rather than for their scholarly prowess; her additions to the work can be viewed as adding depth to the Breton lay she is working from and therefore the literary process is still firmly rooted in recreation and interpretation. This means that, as a reader, we must read into the hidden intentions in order to properly appreciate which elements of the work are solely placed for the author’s intent and which parts are simply passed from the lay she is interpreting.  [15:  ibid, p. 41]  [16:  Quilligan p. 30]  [17:  Mitchell, Romance and the Lay] 

Additionally, memory itself is arguably a key factor in the creation of literature. The prologue claims that the reason pieces from the past were made was so “those in later generations… [could] put the finishing touches to their meaning”[footnoteRef:18]. According to Whalen “everything takes place according to the creative vision of the poet, who creates a poem to be remembered”[footnoteRef:19], following this, it can be inferred that authors of the past left their writings obscure for the express purpose of having contemporary scholars would interpret them[footnoteRef:20], and therefore that part of Marie de France’s goal in writing the lais was to maintain the longevity of her specific texts - meaning the literary process is devised around being memorable. This is important as stories were passed down through memory, Whalen also states that “it is likely that “escïence,” in the General Prologue, encompasses both the memory that is part of our natural cognition and the memory that is trained through study and discipline”[footnoteRef:21], meaning Marie is directly referencing the reverence of memory within her scholarly field and therefore the want for her works to also be maintained and revered. While this makes memory a key factor in the literary process, memory is also a fundamental feature of the reinterpreting process and therefore plays heavily into the importance of that process. Just as she has looked at the Breton lais and made poems from them, she could possibly be saying here that she wishes for her work to also be looked at with this kind of depth, therefore as readers we may feel an obligation to do so, decoding her writings for the very same reason she decoded the original lais.  [18:  Marie de France, p. 41]  [19:  Logan E. Whalen, Marie de France and the Poetics of Memory, (Washington D.C., Catholic University of America Press, 2008), p. 45]  [20:  Whalen, Poetics of Memory, p. 43]  [21:  Whalen, Companion, p. 6] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Also within this realm of literary reception and authorial intent; Marie directly addresses the dedication of the lais to the Plantagenet kings, labelling them “to whom all joy pays homage and in whose heart all true virtue has taken root”[footnoteRef:22]. The direct dedication of the text as well as the poetic and complimentary tone of the text itself can be seen as a way to guarantee a positive reception of her works [footnoteRef:23] and to increase their longevity. Whalen also points out that “The theme of courtliness (curteisie) appears regularly throughout the lais, and Marie’s characters are rewarded if they exemplify this quality, or punished if they lack it”[footnoteRef:24] - it is therefore of great importance that she calls the kings “so worthy and courtly”[footnoteRef:25] and virtually tells them that they are the real world equivalent to the heroes of the lais. This tells us that part of the literary process is being vigilant of an audience and being aware of the implications of said audience. The lais were told largely in court[footnoteRef:26] and were therefore going to be heard by those who were noble and ‘courtly’, praising courtliness within the text would therefore inflate the ego of the reader and place the author more so in their favour. While this can be seen as an element of its own, it still plays into the factors of Marie’s experiences recreating texts. The nobility and clergy were the educated ones in this time period and therefore, having a text in their good graces would make it more likely to be read, reread, and possibly even recreated. Therefore, as readers today we should be aware of the implications on a court audience as opposed to any audience of the time. [22:  Marie de France, p. 41]  [23:  Whalen, Companion, p. 15]  [24:  ibid, p. 15]  [25:  Marie de France, p. 41]  [26:  Mitchell, Romance and the Lay] 

To conclude, the general prologue to the Lais of Marie de France describes the process of literary creation as an almost ritualistic event linked incredibly closely with history and memory. However, the key factor of the process is the recreation and reinvention of past texts and the surrounding elements of poring over texts, deciphering meanings, and making additions. It is therefore important for a reader to maintain an awareness of this as they also pore over and decipher Marie’s lais. While it can be argued that there are other factors that are more important to the process, all of those elements are secondary to, or come under the umbrella of, this procedure of choosing, studying, and rewriting a piece of literature.
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